Abstract. The objective of this paper is to examine how a firm's participation in government export promotion programs (EPPs) may lead to a better export performance. Based on dynamic capabilities perspective, a mediated moderation model of EPPs on export performance was proposed and tested in Chinese manufacturing SMEs. The results show marketing implementation capabilities mediate the effect of information-related programs on export performance, and the financial aid-related EPPs moderate the process. The results contribute to the studies relating EPPs and export performance, as the results confirm the instrumental role of EPPs in enhancing export performance and examine the interplay between different types of EPPs. This study provides a guideline for managers as to how they can benefit from government EPPs. The findings also imply that policy makers should develop EPPs with a specific emphasis rather than a general goal of export performance. This study develops new insights on how export ventures exploit EPPs to develop useful capabilities. Also, the study expands current thinking on exporting by recognizing that different types of EPPs affect exporting.
Introduction
There has been a growing interest in the internationalization and the export literature concerning the effects of EPPs in helping export ventures achieve superior performance in international markets (Francis, Collins-Dodd 2004) . However, previous research has shown mixed evidence about the relationships between EPPs and export performance. While some studies show a positive effect of EPPs on export outcome (Lages, Montgomery 2005; Shamsuddoha et al. 2009 ), others demonstrate non-significant impact or the impact is rather small (Ayob, Freixanet 2014) . Thus, there is an important need to look into enabling factors as well as the processes underlying the performance impacts of EPPs. Moreover, previous research has paid little attention to a potential interplay between different types of EPPs in helping ventures achieve better performance.
In this study, we seek to unpack the process and examine the enabling factors to explain how a firm's participation in various government programs may lead to a better export performance. Based on dynamic capabilities perspectives (Teece et al. 1997) , we argue that marketing implementation capabilities may play an instrumental role in mediating the impacts of EPPs on export performance. Also, unlike most of previous research (Leonidou et al. 2011) , we argue that there would be joint effects of different types of EEPs. We propose a mediated moderation model of EPPs on export performance; thereby marketing implementation capabilities are identified as a mediating variable in the relationship between information-related EPPs and export performance, and the financial aid-related EPPs moderate the process. Among various types of EPPs, we focus on information and financial programs because: (i) they are the most available public export assistance for SMEs; (ii) lack of available information and the unavailability of export financing have been regarded as the top factors that limited SMEs' abilities to export (Mahone 1991) .
This research makes several important contributions to the literature. First, by investigating the performance impact of EPPs, we theorize the joint effects of information and financial programs on the development of a firm's marketing implementation capabilities. Second, by examining the mediating role of marketing implementation capabilities, we reveal an enabling factor in the transformation of government EPPs into competitive advantages of export ventures. Third, we develop a new insight into how export ventures acquire various programs for developing useful capabilities and thereby leading to performance outcomes. To address the key issues outlined above, we provide an overview of the relevant literature, which is followed by a mediated moderation model of EPPs on export performance and theoretical development of hypotheses. Using a sample of Chinese manufacturing SMEs, the model and hypotheses are examined. Theoretical significance and managerial implications are discussed in the last section.
Conceptual background

Government EPPs
Government EPPs are public policy measures offered to business community with the aim to improve the international competitiveness of domestic firms (Lages, Montgomery 2005) . The domain of EPPs includes giving export information and advice, marketing support, financial support and guarantees, and promotional activities abroad (Cavusgil, Yoeh 1994) . The programs are used to help firms develop managers' positive perception toward international operations (Shamsuddoha et al. 2009) , reduce mental or actual barriers to exporting (Leonidou 2004) , and enhance the capabilities that are crucial to success in foreign markets (Tesfom, Lutz 2008) .
Developing countries widely adopt EPPs to enhance exporting activity (Tesfom, Lutz 2008) . Empirically, the role of EPPs has been supported in countries such as Eritrea (Tesfom, Lutz 2008) , Bangladesh (Faroque, Takahashi 2015; Shamsuddoha, Ali 2006) and Malaysia (Ayob, Freixanet 2014 ).
EPPs and export performance
Although prior studies have recognized EPPs' importance in firm's exports, empirical results are inconsistent. While some research indicates the adoption of EPPs has a direct and positive impact on export outcome (Francis, Collins-Dodd 2004; Sousa, Bradley 2009 ), or through the intervening effects of factors such as firms' capabilities, resources, and strategies (Shamsuddoha, Ali 2006; Shamsuddoha et al. 2009 ), other research demonstrates non-significant impact of EPPs (Ayob, Freixanet 2014; Cadot et al. 2015) . Furthermore, some research suggests a more complex association between EPPs and export performance. Gengtiirk and Kotabe (2001) find both direct and joint effects of EPPs (with export involvement) on performance, and Lages and Montgomery (2005) suggest that there are positive direct effect and negative indirect effect of EPPs, which lead to non-significant total effects on export performance. To date, findings on this question are inconclusive. Some studies have confirmed the instrumental role of national EPPs in helping firms achieve superior export performance (Leonidou et al. 2015) , but others have found no significant relationships. For example, Geldres-Weiss and Carrasco-Roa (2016) assess the impact of EPPs on firm's export sales by using longitudinal data of Chile, and find that although the ex-ante and ex-post differences in export performance between users and non-users are positive, when comparing the groups that have used the programs, the results did not indicate significant differences. In addition, the performance effects of financial and information programs also attract attention. The benefit of the financial programs is empirically supported (De Falco, Simoni 2014; Shamsuddoha et al. 2009 ). Yet the evidence of the information programs' impact is inconclusive: both positive and negative effects are found (Faroque, Takahashi 2015; Leonidou et al. 2011; Wilkinson, Brouthers 2000) .
Existing studies have explored factors affecting the relationship between EPPs and export performance to explain the complexity. Most of them pay great attention to organization-level factors, and these studies can be categorized into three groups. The first one focuses on firm demographics and export characteristics, emphasizing their interplay with EPPs adoption (Ayob, Freixanet 2014; Gengtiirk, Kotabe 2001) . The second group deals with the mediating role of export strategy in EPPs adoption process (Lages, Montgomery 2005; Shamsuddoha, Ali 2006). The third group tries to explain that EPPs are instrumental in augmenting organizational resources and capabilities, which subsequently, contribute toward export performance (Leonidou et al. 2011; Shamsuddoha et al. 2009 ).
The above review suggests, first, that EPPs matter for export performance but their effects remain inconclusive. Second, it may not be productive to focus only upon the main effects of EPPs on export performance. An in-depth research needs to investigate how organizations intervene the manifestation of EPPs in relation to export outcomes. Third, researchers have only identified the interaction of EPPs and export or firm characteristics, while the potential interplay between different types of EPPs is ignored.
Conceptual model and hypotheses
The dynamic capabilities perspective (Teece et al. 1997) asserts that in situations of rapid and unpredictable change, it is the dynamic capabilities by which firm managers "integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments" (Teece et al. 1997: 516) rather than the current resource endowments that determine firm's superior performance. In the exporting context, export venture's capabilities of adapting to the requirements of its target export market is the primary determinant of performance (Cavusgil, Zou 1994) . Particularly, marketing implementation capabilities are seen to be important in determining export venture's success in adapting to the dynamic market environments (Morgan et al. 2012 (Morgan et al. , 2003 . We assume that marketing implementation capabilities act as the instrument linking EPPs participation with export performance. And different types of EPPs may have an interaction on marketing implementation capabilities, as presented in Figure 1 .
Mediating role of marketing implementation capabilities
Marketing implementation capabilities are concerned with strategy execution as they are "the routines by which export ventures transform intended export marketing strategy into realized actions and resource deployments" (Morgan et al. 2003: 295) . Without marketing implementation capabilities, resources can't be transformed into value offerings in marketplace. Thus, marketing implementation capabilities are directly related to the venture's success in adapting to its market environment (Fang, Zou 2009) .
Information is crucial for firms transcending boundaries since it could reduce the high level of uncertainty of foreign markets (Leonidou, Theodosiou 2004) . The informationrelated EPPs could provide firms with the necessary information to keep expanding abroad, help them understand the requirements of their target export markets and monitor changes of international business environment (Leonidou, Theodosiou 2004 ).
However, EPPs don't automatically result in firm sales. Information-related EPPs would be ineffective if the firm does not have the capability to utilize information provided by the EPPs and transform it into real actions. Therefore EPPs may be necessary, but not sufficient for firms to compete in international markets (Gengtiirk, Kotabe 2001; Seringhaus 1986 ).
We propose that adoption of information-related EPPs enhances firm's marketing implementation capabilities, which in turn, drive superior performance. Firm's internation- alization is an inherently uncertain undertaking: this is particularly true when firm from emerging markets steps into unfamiliar and also potentially more challenging foreign markets. Managers have little information about how to alter the resource base to address to the unfamiliar environments, which may engender inferior performance. With the assistance of the information-related EPPs, managers get a better understanding of resource complementary demands regarding target export market for now and in the near future, which contribute to the integration and reconfiguration of organizational resources for implementing marketing decisions with effectiveness and efficiency. For example, Feiyue Group, which developed from a small family firm to the world's largest producer of sewing machines, attributes its success to the Canton Fair -China's largest biannual trade event sponsored by National Ministry of Commerce. For participants, this fair not only serves as a channel to connect with international clients but also provides large amounts of export-related information. Using the information, Feiyue Group could provide overseas buyers with cost-effectiveness and high-quality products (Zhuan, 2016 ) Therefore, we posit that:
The relationship between the information-related EPPs adaption and export performance is mediated by marketing implementation capabilities.
Moderating role of the financial aid-related EPPs
Dynamic capability perspective posits that, sustainable competitive advantage is achieved when firms are able to seek greater strategic integration between multiple resources (Hung et al. 2010) . Among various types of resources, financial resources are the most generic type and can be relatively easy to be transformed into other types of resources. Therefore, access to financial resource could alleviate resource constraints in other aspects to some extent (Wiklund, Shepherd 2005) . Moreover, acquisition of financial resource could facilitate resource-consuming behavior through providing financial slack. As an example, Wiklund and Shepherd (2005) indicate that small business' access to financial resource facilitates its implementation of entrepreneurial orientation, thus magnifies the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and performance. Another example is demonstrated in Boso et al.'s (2012) research, which shows that access to financial resource amplifies the complementary effect of entrepreneurial and market orientations on the success of export of new products. Although these researches were not developed to target the specific case of EPPs, they provide important insights of financial resource's role played in the exporting context.
We propose that financial aid-related EPPs facilitate the information-related EPPs adoption process. First, financial aid-related EPPs provide firms with financial slack to utilize information-related programs. When participating in the information-related EPPs, managers evaluate the usefulness and appropriateness of different types of information based on conditions of the firm and characteristics of target export markets, which is a resource-consuming process. Access to more export-related financial resources means more capable staff and better information-processing infrastructure, which help firms deal with information more efficiently.
Second, firms with high adoption of financial aid-related EPPs have more financial resources (Shamsuddoha et al. 2009 ), which allow managers the slack to develop an optimal strategy that may be resource-demanding (Lin, Liu 2012) . With the external support of the financial programs, managers will be in a better position to choose the organizational structure, behaviors or processes that execute the strategy more effectively. Conversely, firms with low level of adoption of the financial aid-related EPPs may be constrained in resource allocation and deployment, resulting in low efficiency in transforming intended export marketing strategy into realized actions. Thus:
H2:
The financial aid-related EPPs moderate the relationship between the informationrelated EPPs and marketing implementation capabilities, such that the informationrelated EPPs have a greater impact on marketing implementation capabilities at higher levels of the financial aid-related EPPs adoption.
Method
Research setting
We investigate the research model by using samples of Chinese manufacturing SMEs. China represents an appropriate lens because China's export accounted for a trivial proportion of worldwide export in the initial period, China has achieved remarkable growth of exports in recent decades with governmental promotion assistance.
Chinese governments provide various public information services for foreign trade, including regional trade statistics, supply and demand information, policy announcement and interpretation, etc. The financial aid-related EPPs comprise of tax rebates, export credit, export credit guarantees, direct subsidy and special funds for exporting. Table 1 listed China's national special funds program. 
Sample and data
The data for this study came from Chinese manufacturing SMEs. We selected the firms on the basis of the following criteria: (i) the volume of imports and exports was no more than 450 million US dollars in the previous year (definition of SME exporters according to Chinese national standard); (ii) manufacturing businesses with three or more years of exporting operations; and (iii) with the use of national EPPs. We targeted current rather than potential exporters because EPPs play different roles for the two types of exporters (Ahmed et al. 2002) .
We applied two methods to collect data from targeted firms. The first method was to use local research assistants to conduct interview-based questionnaire surveys with top managers. The assistants visited almost 300 firms and collected 141 responses. We received 82 complete responses after excluding responses with missing data on the major variables. The other method was to deliver questionnaires with the aid of local government research agencies who were conducting a larger data collection related to exporting. As a result, another 61 complete responses were received.
Finally, we got a total of 143 firms in our sample. We did a comparison of the two waves of data and found no significant differences. On average, the participating firms have been in operation for 10.7 years, and employ 110 people. They have 8.3 years of export experience, operate in 5 foreign markets, and the exports ratio to total revenue is 54.7%.
Scale development
We identified appropriate scales for the focal constructs after a careful review of the extant relevant literature. Scales of EPPs adoption were originated from Leonidou et al. (2011) , and the marketing implementation capabilities were measured in line with four items employed in Morgan et al. (2003 Morgan et al. ( , 2009 ) studies. We operationalized the construct of export performance using a four-item scale derived from Morgan et al. (2006 Morgan et al. ( , 2012 .
To control for export market and firm heterogeneity, we also collected data on competitive intensity using Jaworski and Kohli's (1993) scale, log difference GDP per capita 2012-2013, using total employee numbers as an indicator of firm size, and measuring export experience by years that the firm has been engaged in exporting operations. If the sample ventures have more than one export markets, we asked the respondent to focus on the largest market in terms of sales volume.
Results
Measurement model
We initially conduct exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and reliability analysis to identify and then exclude poorly performing items which exhibit low factor loadings. Then a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with the remaining items is performed to verify the hypothesized factor structure. As shown in Table 2 , this measurement model fits well, with chi-sqaure = 229.940, df = 142, CFI = 0.936, TLI = 0.923, RMSEA = 0.066. The standardized loadings of remaining items are all greater than 0.6. Table 3 presents a correlation matrix of the main variables. National EPPs Adoption (Five-point scale with anchors "not adopted" to "fully adopted" in the last three years) Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
Information-related national EPPs
Because most of the variables in the survey are self-reported and collected via the same source, it's necessary to test the existence of common method bias (Podsakoff et al. 2003) . We took several procedures to ensure common method variance was not a critical concern. First, when designing the survey, we asked questions about facts rather than perceptions whenever possible, thus reducing subjectivity in self-reporting. Second, we asked the respondents to respond anonymously for the purpose of alleviating social desirability. Third, we ran Harman's one-factor test to check if common method bias existed. Results showed that no single factor could be extracted from the data to explain most of the variance, suggesting that common method bias did not pose a problem in our investigation.
Structural model
We test research Hypotheses H1 and H2 employing the MPLUS software version 7. In estimating the interaction effects of the information and financial programs, we follow the Latent Moderated Structural Equations (LMS) approach recommended by Klein and Moosbrugger (2000) . First, we multiply the two latent variables information and financial programs to generate the interaction term. Then, the two models below are investigated: ′ is statistically significant, the mediating role of marketing implementation capabilities between the information-related EPPs and export performance (H1) would be supported; and if b 3 is statistically significant, the moderating role of financial-related EPPs on the relationships between the information-related EPPs and marketing implementation capabilities (H2) would be supported. Table 4 reports the parameter estimates. We don't report the regular model fit indices except information criteria because MPLUS does not provide the indices when carrying out numerical integration required for LMS approach. Both the coefficient b 1 and b 1 ′ is positive and significant, so is their product b 1 × b 1 ′ (β = 0.186, p < 0.01), supporting H1. The coefficient b 3 is also significantly positive (β = 0.134, p < 0.1), supporting H2 (Figure 2) . Therefore, both the hypotheses are statistically supported. EPPs on the relationships between the information-related EPPs and marketing implementation capabilities, i.e., the mediated moderation. This implies that the marketing implementation capabilities are an important route through which the two programs jointly influence export performance. Therefore, our study stresses the instrumental role of marketing implementation capabilities in adopting EPPs.
Discussions and conclusions
Research has examined national EPPs over many years, but empirical evidence on the performance effect of EPPs is inconclusive. In recognizing the instrumental role of EPPs in helping export ventures achieve superior performance, our theoretical model describes how the performance implications of information EPPs can be achieved through the mediating mechanism of marketing implementation capabilities and the moderating mechanism of financial EPPs. We tested our theoretical arguments in the context of China's manufacturing SMEs. The findings provide supporting evidence for the mediated moderation model of EPPs on export performance.
This investigation generates several contributions to the literature. First, we provide empirical evidence to substantiate the rationale for use of EPPs, contributing to the export literature. The importance of EPPs in SMEs' internationalization is highlighted, as well as the instrumental role of marketing implementation capabilities. Second, our study extends the dynamic capabilities perspective in exporting context by examining the mediating role of marketing implementation capabilities. The findings are consistent with the dynamic capabilities perspective which emphasizes the role of firm's internal capabilities in explaining inter-firm performance variations. Thus, our research reinforces the importance of firm's dynamic capabilities in exporting context. Third, the present study expands current thinking on exporting by recognizing that different types of EPPs affect exporting in ways that have not yet been explored. This may help us acquire a deeper knowledge of the complexity of EPPs adoption process.
This paper presents some managerial implications for both export ventures and public policy makers. For export ventures, first, understanding EPPs' instrumental role in enhancing export performance may be helpful to the professionals and other stakeholders. Second, export ventures should place high value on their marketing capabilities. Managers need to choose organizational structure, behavior or process that could enhance marketing capabilities. For public policy makers, first, the role that marketing capabilities play in enhancing export performance implies that EPPs should be targeted based on export venture's capabilities. Second, since the adoption of multiple types of EPPs contributes to a better performance, the governments should offer firms packages of EPPs and develop EPPs in a systematical way.
This research has also economic implications for countries which aim to enhance exporting activity by using governmental means. The important role of financial programs in enhancing other EPPs' adoption is confirmed, implying that it's necessary for governments to provide financial aid to exporters. Given that trade policy is regulated by international institutions such as WTO, the governments could assist exporters financially in some other way.
Several future research directions can be explored from this paper. First, as we only focus on the joint effects of two EPPs in this research, it may be meaningful to have a closer look at the other EPPs. Second, future research could identify stages of internationalization of export firms such as reactive exporter, active exporter and committed exporter since firms with different levels of internationalization need different export assistance. Finally, the sample of the study is confined to manufacturing SMEs located in China. Future research can expand this study to other regions and beyond.
